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	What Becomes of Heroes

**Note/Disclaimer: **a companion piece of sorts to Where Monsters Roam. Spoilers for the Trespasser DLC.

I don't own Dragon Age.

* * *

><p>People have always loved stories about heroes, the ones who sacrifice everything in order to protect the world from chaos. There are stories everywhere you go, about one particular person who, when the world seemed to be hurtling towards oblivion with nothing to stop it, would take up arms and fight, no matter how badly the odds were stacked against them. They fight, and most of the time, they win. Sometimes they die trying to make the world a slightly better place, and the world remembers them fondly. Sometimes they go on to live long, happy, fulfilled lives, basking in the peace they created, living out their lives as a respected authority figure and veteran.<p>

It's an innocent, idealistic thing to believe in happily ever after.

Reality is rarely so kind.

I sat in the darkest corner of an already dark, musty tavern, hunched over a drink and staring aimlessly at the wall, spiralling uncontrollably into yet another existential crisis. I exhaled quietly and my hand reached up to the rim of my hood and pulled it down just a fraction, careful keep my face obscured by the shadow it created. It wouldn't do for me to be recognised. Perhaps it was a selfish thing on my part; I couldn't stand the thought of anyone knowing just how far I've fallen since the glory days.

I used to have a direction. I used to have a path to follow. I used to cringe at the idea of ever becoming this, of becoming a tired, broken, shadow of a man who has already faded into obscurity.

Not that long ago, things were different. I had an army. I had a _legion,_ I had power; I had the respect and awe of everyone around me. I had power beyond anything anyone had ever imagined. And maybe they feared that. Feared me. Maybe they feared what I had already become, and what I would end up doing with everything I had at my disposal.

Slowly, I leaned against the wall, closing my eyes and letting out a long sigh as I, once again, went to soothe an entirely non-existent ache in my absent left hand. Part of me still expects the pain to come. Part of me keeps waiting for the familiar burn in my hand whenever someone – or some_thing_ – disturbs the Veil near me. Sometimes I _can_ feel it. Phantom pains, I was told. All perfectly normal for a fresh amputee. I know it's not really there. I know it's not really _real._ Somehow that does nothing to change it. But the Anchor, my arm…they're gone now, just like everything else. I'm irrelevant. I'm obsolete. People have been trying to tell me that for years. Sooner or later someone else is going to rise up to become the world's new champion, and everyone will forget I ever existed, if they haven't already. And I couldn't blame them.

This world is no good for heroes.

You can fight all the evils in this world, live your whole life that way. You can die in glorious battle and inspire countless people to do the same, to take up arms against the darkness, but ultimately, nothing changes. Nothing _ever_changes. Even if you succeed in driving back the darkness and the chaos, something new will inevitably take its place. A new foe, so powerful and so utterly beyond you that what seemed impossible before means nothing in comparison.

Someone slid into the seat directly across from me. I didn't look up.

"How long are you going to do this?" a familiar voice asked dryly.

My grip on my stein tightened so much so my knuckles whitened and I said nothing. Didn't see any point in saying anything.

"So this is what becomes of the fabled _Herald of Andraste,_ is it?"

My head snapped up to see my sister sitting in front of me, watching me closely. She, unlike me, had never looked better. She was married now, to some scion of a noble family based not in Ostwick, but somewhere else in the Free Marches. Ansburg, maybe. I hadn't been able to attend the wedding, which at the time had distressed me. It's amazing, how much I cared back then. And how little I seem to care now.

In any case, she remained a child our parents could take pride in. I didn't know how they felt about me. I didn't care to find out.

"H-how did you find me?" I stammered, trying and failing to sound more annoyed rather than scared by the fact that she'd managed to track me down.

She sighed a little and rolled her shoulders back. "Believe it or not, there are only so many one-armed mages running around outside the Circle and seemingly bent on a one-man mission to drink every tavern in the Free Marches dry."

Of course. I should've thought of that.

"What do you _want?"_ I snarled.

"My _brother_ back," she replied shortly. "Is that so much to ask?"

I kept my head down. "I'm not that person anymore."

She folded his arms. "You're not the _Inquisitor_ anymore. There is a difference."

"You mind saying that any louder?" I hissed, gripping the table and glancing edgily around for anyone who might've heard her.

She groaned. "Listen. I know the Exalted Council was hard on you-"

"What? No, of course it wasn't. Wrangling people who wanted to destroy everything I've built while simultaneously trying to prevent a Qunari invasion on the south and finding out that one of my closest friends is trying to destroy the world as we know it? And in the end losing everything? What about that made you think it was _hard?"_

"Can you please go thirty seconds without being snappy and sarcastic?" she asked, irritated now. "Seriously. When are you going to come to terms with reality? When are you going to stop this insanity and be my brother again?"

I sighed and downed what remained of my ale. "I…can't. I _can't."_

"You can't what?"

"I can't go back to that. I'm not that person anymore," I murmured. "Too much has changed and I- I don't know. I don't know who I am without the Inquisition. Without the Anchor."

She pinched the bridge of her nose and exhaled sharply, clearly exasperated with me. "The Anchor did not define you then. Its loss does not define you now."

"What do you know about it?" I snapped back. "The Anchor, it- …the only reason any of this happened in the first place is because of it. The Inquisition never would've become what it was without the mark."

"Wasn't it killing you? I seem to recall your letters telling me as much."

I glanced away, saying absolutely nothing. She groaned loudly, running a hand through her hair and looking more like an exasperated parent than I'd ever seen her before.

"You're being a child," she snapped, in no mood to be tolerable. "You disbanded the Inquisition of your own free will. Why sit here drowning yourself in alcohol, moaning about it?"

I tensed. "What were my other options? Keep it around, under the influence of Orlais? Remain in service to the Divine?"

"Would that have been so bad?"

"The only reason the Inquisition worked at all is because it wasn't tied to anything but itself," I muttered. "We could do what we had to, free from outside influence. I'd rather it be disbanded than to see it become just another arm of Orlais and the Chantry."

"I'm sure Divine Victoria wouldn't have used you like that. The two of you are good friends."

I didn't meet her eye. "She's got enough on her plate without worrying about me. She spent the better part of two years delaying the Exalted Council. The disbanding of the Inquisition was becoming inevitable. Some things just _are_inevitable. I wasn't going to waste time and energy fighting it."

Now that it's happened, though…

I don't know. I don't know anymore.

I'm starting to wonder if I ever did.

"Besides, I- …Solas…I can't risk it. I can't let him destroy it all. Not again. I _won't."_

We fell into a silence. She watched me curiously, not quite sure what to make of what I was saying. She never knows what to make of me. She hasn't known what to say to me since the rebellion. She used to try. There used to be some effort on her part of to understand what was happening and what I was being put through. Now…she's changed, I guess. _I've_ changed. Everything has changed. She's got her own life to unravel and understand, her own problems to solve. And maybe- …maybe I've just made it too hard for her to continue.

I never thought I'd look back on the war I waged against Corypheus and fondly remember it as the good times, back when everything was simple. When things made sense. Almost nothing about that period of my life made sense. But it's so much easier to feel okay about tearing apart the continent when you're fighting an ancient magister darkspawn and his pet dragon.

At least then, there was good, there was evil, and there was meaning. The lines were clearly defined. Now that Solas has shown his hand, I don't know what to think. I can't see the lines anymore. I don't know where good crosses over into evil. I don't know where I am on that line. I can't tell if I've crossed it already.

"He saved your life."

My lip curled. "Oh you have _got_ to be kidding me. He cut my _arm off."_

"To save your _life!"_ she snarled. "Or did you somehow forget that? You know better than anyone that you would've died otherwise."

"Then I should've _died!"_ I had to stop myself from outright screaming, rising out of my seat.

At the sound of my raised voice, the entire tavern immediately plunged into a deathly silence. Suddenly, I could feel all eyes upon me. After what seemed like an age, I slowly sank back down into my chair, and the other patrons of the tavern gradually returned to their former conversations.

I should've died. Years ago. In the blast, along with everyone else at the Conclave. One more charred corpse among countless others. That's all I was ever supposed to be. Not a chosen one. Not a Herald. Just a corpse. Maybe that's all I am to Solas. Maybe that's all I've ever been.

I should've died.

He should've let me die.

"How much longer is this going to drag _on?"_ I asked, my voice nothing more than a hoarse whisper. "How many more times am I going to have to carve away pieces of me to preserve the rest?"

My sister seemed completely unmoved by my words. Indeed, all she had really done since sitting down was watch me with a scathing look. After everything I've put her through, put my family through, I don't know why I expected anything less.

"The Anchor is gone," she told me flatly.

"No, it _isn't,"_ I contradicted her darkly. "Do you know what I was told in the Fade?"

"I have a feeling you're going to tell me."

"_'_It is a part of you',"_ _I quoted sourly. _"'And cannot be removed without your death'._ Even Solas said it'll eventually kill me. What part of that makes you think I'm _safe?"_

And the thought terrifies me. To think that it's still there in some form, that I'll never be free of it as long I live and breathe, it scares me more than anything else.

She didn't seem to have anything to say to that.

Of course she wouldn't.

All my life, I thought the world was simple. That there was good, there was evil, and somewhere in the middle of it all, there was meaning.

I kept my head down, and gritting my teeth angrily.

There is no good. There is no evil. There is no meaning. Only confusion and endless shades of grey.

"He should have killed me."

She sighed quietly. "Don't do this to yourself."

"He should've just let me die," I continued, my hand clenching into a tight fist. "That's what was supposed to happen, right? I was supposed to die at the Conclave, with everyone else. Another corpse in the rubble, that's all I was ever supposed to be. So why didn't he just let me die? Why did he have to save me?"

"You were friends. Maybe it was sentiment."

I let out a harsh shout of bitter, resentful laughter. _"Sentiment?_ He's going to tear down the Veil and burn the whole world down in the hope it'll restore something long gone. Everything that exists today…it's nothing. _We're _nothing. To him, we're not even people. What's the point in saving something you barely consider to be alive at all?"

"It's probably not like that."

I didn't look at her, and didn't say anything. There was no point in trying to argue with her. She always had been so determined to see good in everyone. Even people she'd never met.

"Or it could be guilt," she suggested after a brief pause.

I arched an eyebrow at her. _"Guilt?"_

"You told me what he originally planned. You were caught up in it by accident. So maybe he saved you out of guilt."

"Saved me out of guilt only to kill me and everyone else anyway."

"And, you know…maybe there's a part of him that wants to be stopped," she mused quietly, completely ignoring me. "Maybe the Maker put you on this path for a reason. Maybe you were always destined for this."

"Stop. Just, _stop._ Don't bring religion into this."

She folded her arms. "Religion has been a part of this since you first fell out of the Fade. Just because _you_ have turned your back on the Maker and being the Herald of Andraste doesn't mean the rest of us have. Some of us still believe in you."

"I'm _not_ the Herald of Andraste," I snarled. "The Anchor came from Solas' damn orb. Andraste had _nothing_to do with it."

"Not being literally saved by Andraste doesn't discount you being chosen entirely," she pointed out. "If you hadn't been there, Corypheus would've won well before anyone knew what was going on. The fact that you stumbled in and took the Anchor from him-"

"It was just an accident."

"An accident that ends up saving the world is very rarely _just_ an accident."

I didn't say anything. I didn't need to.

"Look at me."

I didn't move.

_"_Look__ at me."

Slowly, unwillingly, I lifted my eyes to hers. I don't want to do this. I don't want to have this conversation. Not here, not now, not ever. She knew that. We had barely talked to each other in years, but she still knew me well enough to know that.

And for the longest time, she watched me, before her expression softened just a little.

"For so long, you've allowed yourself to be defined by external circumstances," she murmured, gingerly cupping my hand in hers. "You're _more _than that. You are _so_ much more than the things you've been through. You fought when no one else did. You saved the world. You don't need fancy titles, or an army, or a fortress, _or_ a magical scar to validate your actions."

I watched her wordlessly. I had nothing to say.

I am more than the Anchor.

Deep down, I know that. I know she's right. I know I can't spend my entire life pining for what I've lost, mourning the person I used to be. I can't dwell on dreams and memories so much that I forget to live. There are still things I need to do. The world can't and won't just settle into peace on its own. It needs a hand to steer it.

I kept my eyes firmly on the empty stein in front of me.

For so long, I thought that hand would be mine. The hand of one supposedly chosen by the Maker. For so long, I had no reason to think otherwise. But my hand, along with the Anchor, along with everything it symbolised, is gone now. It's gone, and it's never coming back.

"I have to believe there's more to you than a victim of circumstance," my sister whispered to me, tears glistening in her eyes. "I _have_ to."


End file.
